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Queer/Migration
An Unruly Body of Scholarship

Eithne Luibhéid

Most scholarship, policymaking, service provision, activism, and cultural 

work remain organized around the premise that migrants are heterosexuals (or 

on their way to becoming so) and queers are citizens (even though second-class 

ones). Where do queer migrants figure in these frameworks and activities? How 

do we conceptualize queer migration — which is at once a set of grounded pro-

cesses involving heterogeneous social groups and a series of theoretical and 

social justice questions that implicate but extend beyond migration and sexual-

ity strictly defined, and that refuse to attach to bodies in any strictly identitarian 

manner — in order to challenge and reconfigure the dominant frameworks? Queer 

migration scholarship, which has flourished since the 1990s, takes on these and 

other ambitious questions.1

An unruly body of inquiry that is potentially vast in scope, queer migra-

tion scholarship participates in and contributes to wide-ranging debates that tra-

verse multiple fields and disciplines. It has been fueled by the fact that interna-

tional migration and related transnationalizing processes have transformed every 

facet of our social, cultural, economic, and political lives in recent decades. Sexu-

ality scholarship has started to explore how “the age of migration” is centrally 

implicated in the construction, regulation, and reworking of sexual identities, 

communities, politics, and cultures.2 At the same time, migration scholarship, 

which addresses immigration, emigration, transnationalism, diaspora, refugees, 

and asylum seekers, has begun to theorize how sexuality constitutes a “dense 

transfer point for relations of power” that structure all aspects of international 

migration.3 Queer migration scholarship, which explores the multiple conjunctions 

between sexuality and migration, has drawn from and enriched these bodies of 

research — as well as feminist, racial, ethnic, postcolonial, public health, and glo-

balization studies, among other fields.
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This special issue not only extends queer migration scholarship by rework-

ing critical areas of research but also establishes directions for future research. 

One group of essays explores how insights gained from trans studies demand a 

rethinking of queer migration histories, theories, and methodologies. A second 

group argues for the importance of reconfiguring the temporalities and geogra-

phies within which queer migration is usually explored, by examining how five 

centuries of slavery, imperialism, forced transportation of prisoners, and exile 

leave legacies that shape present-day queer migration. A third group reroutes 

debates about queer complicities with neoliberalism into a careful consideration of 

the struggles that result for queer migrants.

Power, Knowledge, Identities, and Trans Scholarship

Queer migration scholarship has consistently explored how overlapping regimes of 

power and knowledge generate and transform identity categories. Several funda-

mental insights have guided the research. First, queer migration scholarship has 

been greatly enabled by understanding sexuality as constructed within multiple, 

intersecting relations of power, including race, ethnicity, gender, class, citizen-

ship status, and geopolitical location. Second, rather than inscribe migrants from 

extraordinarily diverse backgrounds within a developmental narrative of LGBTQ 

identities, many scholars instead deploy the term queer to acknowledge that all 

identity categories are burdened by legacies that must be interrogated, do not map 

neatly across time and space, and become transformed through circulation within 

specific, unequally situated local, regional, national, and transnational circuits. 

Moreover, these transformations cannot be understood within progressive, unilin-

ear, and Eurocentric models. Illustrating these insights, Martin Manalansan shows 

that queer migrants frequently arrive in nation-states not to begin “assimilation” 

but to experience continued though transformed engagement with nation-states 

and regimes of power that have already profoundly shaped their lives.4 Manalansan  

thus challenges the dominant, ethnocentric model that views queer migration 

as a movement from “repression” to “liberation,” instead highlighting the fact 

that migrants experience “restructured” inequalities and opportunities through 

migration. Moreover, as Bobby Benedicto argues in this volume, these transforma-

tions affect those who stay “at home,” not just those who migrate, and, in many 

instances, help to form transnational social fields, cultures, and politics.5

The concept of heteronormativity has proven particularly useful in untan-

gling connections among power, knowledge, and queer migrant identities. Refus-

ing a homo-hetero binary logic, this concept is valuable for its ability to articulate 
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how normalizing regimes produce heterogeneous, marginalized subjects and posi-

tionalities in relation to a valorized standard of reproductive sexuality between 

biologically born male-female couples who belong to the dominant racial-ethnic 

group and the middle class. Marginalized subjects include, but are not restricted 

to, lesbians, gay men, bisexuals, and transgender people.6 The analytic lens of 

heteronormativity thus enables queer migration scholars to negotiate complicated 

and competing theoretical and political mandates. These include analyzing migra-

tion by those who may identify as LGBTQ, but without treating these categories as 

essential or transhistorical, and without failing to consider the complex, multiple 

relations of power in which the categories are embedded; creating analytic space 

for those whose sexual and gender practices do not necessarily align with their 

sexual and gender identities; and critically addressing hierarchies including race, 

gender, class, and geopolitical location in experiences of migration, in a manner 

that does not always centralize — but that never leaves out — sexuality.

Drawing on these analytic tools, queer migration scholarship often engages 

in a double movement. On the one hand, scholars have contributed to understand-

ing the experiences of migrants who identify, or become identified by others, as 

LGBTQ (or, as discussed by the authors in this volume, tomboys, queens, matis, 

malungos, novios, and amigos, among others).7 Thus queer migration scholarship 

insists on recovering, theorizing, and valorizing histories and subjects that have 

been largely rendered invisible, unintelligible, and unspeakable in both queer and 

migration studies, and that reflect both “alienation from white gay communities” 

and “histories of multiple diasporas” forged through colonialism and capitalism.8 

On the other hand, much of the scholarship also makes clear that “queer migrants” 

in many ways comprise “impossible subjects” with unrepresentable histories 

that exceed existing categories.9 This leads scholars to foreground and challenge 

regimes of power and knowledge that generate structures of impossibility where 

particular groups are concerned, and to examine how individuals negotiate them.

Lessons drawn from analyzing power, knowledge, and identity include the 

importance of refusing to treat queer migrants as discretely bounded groups to 

merely “add on” to existing sexuality or migration scholarship. Instead, schol-

ars insist, sexuality scholarship must rethink the role of migration (including as 

it connects with transnational capitalism and neo-imperialism) in constructing 

sexual identities, communities, politics, and practices. Equally, migration schol-

arship must analyze how sexuality structures all migration processes and expe-

riences — and how migration regimes and settlement policies contribute to pro-

ducing not only those who become variously defined as “queer,” “deviant,” or 

“abnormal” but also those who become defined as normative or “normal” within a 



binary structure intimately tied to racial, gender, class, cultural, and other hierar-

chies.10 Queer migration scholarship thus highlights the fact that normative sexu-

alities (not just those who are deemed deviant) require historicization, are produced 

within relations of power, and change, including through migration.11 The produc-

tion of the valorized norm, however, is intimately tied to the abjection of queers and  

queerness.

Two essays in this GLQ special issue importantly extend these insights, by 

exploring what trans histories and theories bring to queer migration scholarship. 

Thus, Clare Sears employs a “trans-ing” migration framework to interpret cross-

gender practices among Euro-American migrant men in mid-nineteenth-century 

California, in the aftermath of its annexation from Mexico and the discovery of 

gold. According to Sears, cross-gender practices, which were most visibly mani-

fested in cross-dressing, performed varied cultural work. They enabled Euro-

American men not only to experiment with and sometimes challenge gender norms 

but also to assert racial dominance when cross-gender mimicry became deployed 

as racial parody. Moreover, she argues, even as some Euro-American men experi-

mented with gender, others produced political narratives of feminized men and 

gender illegibility that centered on Chinese immigrants. These narratives, which 

naturalized the effects of structurally discriminatory laws, not only mobilized sup-

port for further anti-Chinese exclusion but also allowed Euro-Americans to “con-

tain” gender trouble “in the body of a racialized other.” Trans-ing practices and 

discourses, in Sears’s account, therefore have multiple genealogies and involve not 

only moments of pleasure and experiences of profound dispossession but also the 

reworking of complicated, multiple hierarchies in the context of empire, warfare, 

annexation, nation (re)formation, and multiple migration.

Employing transgender, transnational, queer, and immigrant cultural log-

ics, Kale Fajardo’s essay analyzes the coproduction of differently situated Filipino 

masculinities (queer, transgender, straight, Filipino, and Filipino American) in 

ports and at sea. Through the figure of the tomboy — a “male-identified and/or 

masculine female in the Philippines or diaspora who [has] sexual/emotional rela-

tionships with feminine females who identify as ‘women’ ” — Fajardo examines not 

only the moments when seamen identified Fajardo as a tomboy but also the stories 

they were inspired to recount and the interactions that occurred. Sea-based trans-

portation between regions and nation-states emerges as a powerful mechanism 

that connects embodied movement to changing articulations of racialized and 

class-specific gender formations. The category of tomboy, which Fajardo traces 

through scattered sites, reveals these changing articulations and their links to 

diverse forms of power. Fajardo particularly problematizes how urban-based les-
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bian feminists in Manila and the U.S. diaspora have appropriated the category in 

a gender-essentialist manner that constructs tomboys as women.

Other essays also articulate the concerns raised by these two authors. For 

example, Benedicto grounds his analysis in a discussion of how the Filipino cat-

egory of bakla may be variously glossed as “gay” or “trans,” depending on who 

uses it and for what purpose. Like Fajardo, he delineates the relation between such 

categories and practices of colonialism, racialization, and nation formation. Both 

Benedicto and Fajardo also foreground questions about how the categories circu-

late (or do not); who takes up the categories, in what ways, and for what kinds of 

work; and what histories are thereby erased. Sears effectively sums up the contri-

butions of these essays, writing that trans discourses and practices have multiple, 

disparate, and contradictory effects that require careful specification. The essays 

invite us to explore further what happens when we bring transgender and queer 

migration scholarship into critical conversation.

Reconfiguring the Temporalities and Geographies of Queer Migration

Queer migration scholarship has been enabled by and contributed to the growing 

scholarship on immigration, transnationalism, diaspora, and refugee movements, 

as well as scholarship about the role of space and spatiality, both material and 

virtual, in constructing queer identities and communities.12 Such scholarship has 

particularly built on migration theory’s shift away from understanding migration 

as primarily driven by rational actors making cost-benefit decisions within a push-

pull framework, toward an understanding that overlapping, palimpsestic histories 

of imperialism, invasion, investment, trade, and political influence create what 

Saskia Sassen calls “bridges for migration” between and among nation-states.13 

This shift has somewhat altered the temporal and geographic frames within which 

queer migration is conceived.

The alteration is evident, for example, in the decentering of nationalist frame-

works premised on space-time binaries, developmental narratives, and static mod-

els of culture, community, nation, race, gender, identity, and settlement.14 Instead, 

scholars increasingly attend to contradictions, relationality, and borders as contact 

zones, and the construction of identities, communities, practices, hegemonies, and 

alternatives linked to local, national, regional, and transnational circuits. The study 

of queer migration has participated in and enhanced scholarship about the emer-

gence of multiple, hybrid sexual cultures, identities, identifications, practices, and 

politics. These are marked by power, contestation, and creative adaptation.

Although the nation-state, nationalism, and nation-based citizenship are 



no longer the unquestioned horizon for analysis, these categories have not disap-

peared. Instead, scholars have theorized them as critical loci for upholding and 

contesting regional, transnational, and neo-imperial hierarchies, and for produc-

ing forms of exclusion, marginalization, and struggle for tranformation.15 Indeed, 

sexuality scholarship has a rich history of engagement with questions of national-

ism. Many scholars have characterized modern nation-states and citizenship as 

heteronormative in a manner that (as described above) involves hierarchies based 

on not only sex and gender but also race and class.16 The calculated management 

of migration comprises a critical technology for (re)producing national heteronor-

mativity within global and imperial fields.17 Thus, throughout the first half of the 

twentieth century, nation-states including the United States and Australia imple-

mented eugenic policies that encouraged migration and settlement by families that 

both conformed to the normative sexual order and were (or would become) “white.” 

Settlement and family formation by migrants from colonized regions, however, was 

generally barred (although in the United States, temporary labor for low wages was 

often permitted). Racial and neocolonial preferences have become less explicitly 

stated in recent decades, but actual migration policies display continuing anxiet-

ies (and encode punitive practices) where childbearing, cultural concerns, and 

possible economic costs among migrants racialized as minorities and from neo-

colonized regions are concerned. Furthermore, although most nation-states may 

no longer bar LGBTQ migrants, their presence nonetheless challenges and dis-

rupts practices that remain normed around racialized heterosexuality. National 

heteronormativity is thus a regime of power that all migrants must negotiate, 

making them differentially vulnerable to exclusion at the border or deportation 

after entry while also racializing, (re)gendering, (de)nationalizing, and unequally 

positioning them within the symbolic economy, the public sphere, and the labor 

market. These outcomes, in turn, connect to the ongoing reproduction of particular 

forms of nationhood and national citizenship — which have ramifications for local, 

regional, national, transnational, and imperial arrangements of power.18

Heterosexuality is an unstable norm, however, which requires anxious 

labor to sustain.19 Public discourses, like migration policies, reflect heterosexu-

ality’s instability.20 Thus unwelcome migrants are often characterized as engag-

ing in “unrestrained” childbearing, which is seen to reflect their deviation from 

or imperfect mastery over mainstream heterosexual norms, resulting in the birth 

of “undesirable” children. Or they are portrayed as the bearers of aberrant sex-

ual practices, questionable sexual morals, and sexually transmitted diseases, 

including AIDS, that threaten to “contaminate” the citizenry. On the other hand, 

migrants are sometimes described as the upholders of family values that promise 

  174 	  GLQ: A JOURNAL OF LESBIAN and GAY STUDIES



	 an unruly body of scholarship	 175

to remoralize a citizenry that has lost its virtue.21 Or, within national heterosex-

ual romance narratives, they are painted as passionately desiring the nation, as 

shown by their migration; thus citizens depend on migrants to show that the nation 

remains lovable.22 In these and other instances, heteronormativity animates both 

anti- and pro-immigrant imagery and discourses in ways that reiterate, yet con-

tinually recode, sexual, gender, racial, and class distinctions and inequalities in 

relation to constructs of nation-state, nationalism, and the citizenry.

The heteronormative governance of migrants implicates the status of groups 

who hold official citizenship but are nonetheless marked as suspect, subaltern, and 

second-class members of the nation. For example, in the United States, same-sex 

partners still cannot legally immigrate under the existing spousal reunification 

provisions of immigration law, and couples where one or both partners are trans-

gender experience extraordinary difficulties. Family, Unvalued describes how 

current laws impugn the status of citizens who are lesbian, gay, or trans: “Solely 

because of their sexual orientation or gender identity, they find their relationships 

unrecognized, their families endangered, their lives shadowed by dislocation and 

separation.” The report concludes that these practices “assault human dignity in 

an essential way.”23 The assault is part of a wider network of queer experience 

involving the “social and political costs of partial citizenship and the psychic and 

bodily costs of violence, which the habits of heterosexual privilege” produce.24 

Given the diversity of queer couples, these assaults materially articulate histories of 

racialization, sexism, neo-imperialism, and classism, too.25 Similarly, U.S. public 

representations of Mexican-origin women as unrestrained “breeders” of welfare- 

consuming children, which consistently animate anti-immigrant discourses, not 

only racialize and heterosexualize them within colonialist imagery that legiti-

mizes violence but also deeply affect U.S. citizens of Mexican descent, who are 

continually treated as “aliens” even though they hold national citizenship.26 As 

Pierrette Hondagneu-Sotelo describes, these representations — materialized in 

punitive public policies in the areas of welfare, health care, voting, education, 

and law enforcement, as well as immigration control — reject people of Mexican 

and Latino/a descent “as permanent members of U.S. society” and reinforce “a 

more coercive system of labor.”27 They also legitimize racialized homophobia and 

transphobia. In these and other instances, the ongoing imbrication of exclusionary 

forms of national citizenship with immigration control is laid bare.

The anxious, ongoing (re)production of national heteronormativity — includ-

ing through border controls and immigrant management — is connected with wider 

neocolonial and neo-imperialist processes, historically and at present, as queer 

migration studies has started to document.28 Historically, for example, “simultane-



ous efforts to shore up and bifurcate categories of race and sexuality in the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were deeply intertwined.”29 According to 

Emma Pérez, these efforts were also centrally connected to the intensified policing 

of the U.S.-Mexico border — which itself was an outcome of colonial relations, war, 

and annexation.30 At present, immigration policies in neo-imperial countries link 

efforts to produce properly privatized, heteronormative families with strategies for 

securing cheap migrant labor; for fighting the “war on terror” through linking 

sexual “perversity,” enemy status, and orientalism; for manufacturing loyal hetero-

masculine soldiers who participate in global warfare; and for building the prison-

industrial complex and extrajudicial detention regimes.31 Heteronormativity in the 

global south also results in complicated complicities with these relations of power 

while also shaping migration circuits in particular ways.32

Four essays in this volume rethink these concerns by further reconfigur-

ing the temporalities and geographies within which queer migration is usually 

explored. These essays suggest that five centuries of colonialism, capitalist expan-

sion, slavery, forced transportation, and exile have left legacies that painfully 

shape present-day queer migrations. Thus Omise’eke Natasha Tinsley’s essay 

argues that a black queer Atlantic history emerged during the Middle Passage 

experience of slavery. Through rich readings of Ana-Maurine Lara’s Erzulie’s Skirt 

and Dionne Brand’s A Map to the Door of No Return, Tinsley suggests that within 

the sex-segregated holds of slave ships, captured people formed affective bonds. 

These bonds, she argues, were queer, “not in the sense of ‘gay’ or same-sex lov-

ing identity waiting to be excavated from the ocean floor,” though this possibility 

is not ruled out. Rather, they were queer because they challenged the commodi-

fying logics of capital accumulation and asserted captured peoples’ human-

ity. They entailed “loving your own kind when your own kind was supposed to 

cease to exist, forging interpersonal connections that counteract imperial desires 

for Africans’ living deaths.” The history of transportation for slavery in the New 

World, Tinsley argues, connects to the contemporary diaspora of Haitian refugees, 

Dominican laborers, and other migrants who experience conditions that constitute 

“a contemporary middle passage” that remains “drowned out.” Pushed by eco-

nomic difficulties to migrate and forced by restrictive immigration laws into the 

hands of smugglers, untold numbers of today’s migrants die in transit while others 

become exploited or trafficked workers. Tinsley’s article lays the groundwork for a 

queer black Atlantic framework that bridges the persistent theoretical polarization 

between “the ‘choice’ of black queerness and the forced migration of the Middle 

Passage,” creating a meeting ground for queer, diaspora, and African diaspora 

studies to engage productively.
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Kath Weston’s essay, which foregrounds the centuries-long history of 

forced transportation and exiling of prisoners within European empires, also 

builds theoretical bridges. Focusing on the British penal settlement of Port Blair 

in the Andaman and Nicobar Islands, Weston explores how a politics of surmise, 

and the transformation of everyday activities into actionable offenses, shaped the 

colonial administration’s policing of “unnatural offences.” Moreover, she traces 

how such policing reconfigured the political ecology of the entire archipelago, in 

ways that connect the queered bodies of prisoners to transformations in bodies of 

land, water, labor, and administration. Weston acknowledges differences between 

colonial detention regimes in the Andaman Islands and present-day strategies 

legitimized by the so-called war on terror, but nonetheless insists that “contem-

porary security states trail behind them a history” that must be engaged. Weston 

concludes by calling for critical dialogue between LGBTQ studies and political 

ecology studies, to enable a more capacious understanding of how disciplinary 

formations directed at (queered) bodies can reshape, even devastate, the environ-

ments in which they operate.

Also working within expanded geographic and temporal frameworks, 

two further essays explore how contemporary nation-states and national regimes 

become contested and reconfigured in the face of queer migration. Audrey Yue 

describes how Australian immigration policies have historically encoded a prefer-

ence for “family,” which enabled the reproduction of heterosexualized, racialized, 

and colonialist forms of the nation-state and the “good citizen.” In 1985 Australia 

became one of the first countries to allow migration by same-sex couples. Yet the 

logic of “intimacy” that guided these efforts was expected to assimilate admitted 

lesbians and gay men into transnational capitalism while sustaining the core val-

ues of Eurocentric nationalism. Gay Asian men, who make up the largest regional 

group of entrants under Australia’s provisions for same-sex couples, must negotiate 

these logics. Their efforts are partly shaped by the fact that most enter as the part-

ners of significantly older Caucasian men. Stereotyped as rice and potato queens, 

these couples simultaneously conform to and unsettle dominant norms of intimacy. 

As Yue argues, they show the gap between official representations of normatively 

intimate families and the realities of creative survival strategies for diasporic gay 

Asian men. They thereby raise important questions about when and how intimacy 

may provide opportunities to reconstruct or subvert dominant forms of nationalism 

and citizenship, which remain embedded within wider relations and longer histo-

ries of inequality between Australia and Asia.

Adi Kuntsman’s essay engages with the migration of Russian Jews to Israel  

across a long history of forced displacement, exile, and death to explore how 
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nationalism becomes reconstructed. Kuntsman focuses on one ethnographic inci-

dent: an antigay poem published in a leading Russian Israeli newspaper, con-

demning the 2002 Pride parade in Jerusalem for allegedly endangering the Israeli 

nation. The poem achieved its rhetorical effect by evoking Soviet criminal jargon 

and gulag memoirs that describe same-sex relations as disgusting and monstrous. 

Gulags, Kuntsman argues, influenced Russians’ views of same-sex relationships, 

although that history has yet to be systematically examined. Following Judith But-

ler, Kuntsman theorizes the poem’s homophobic speech as a form of performative 

violence that constituted, rather than simply expressed or devastated, the subjec-

tivities of “queers,” “Russian immigrants,” “Jews,” and “Israelis.” At the same 

time, she complicates the performative by routing it through Avery Gordon’s notion 

of haunting. In the interchange between Russian queers and nonqueers about the 

poem, she suggests, the histories of the Soviet gulags and the Nazi death camps 

were evoked and deployed, showing how the affective presence of ghosts “med-

dles” with queer and nonqueer migrants’ struggles to construct their belonging 

to Israeli nation and citizenship. Kuntsman concludes that hate speech must be 

understood as a form of affective sociality that entails living with and speaking 

through ghosts. (Kuntsman’s examination of how ghosts unsettlingly reveal the 

sedimented, violent histories that subtend the present is, from a different perspec-

tive, explored by Benedicto.)

Taken together, the essays foreground how geographies and histories of 

empire, global capitalism, slavery, coerced labor, forced transportation, and exile 

have materially shaped queerness, migration, and queer migration, both past and 

present, including through the effects of haunting. In the process, nationalisms 

and nation-states emerged and continue to be dramatically reconfigured. A cru-

cial implication of these essays is that the distinction between “freely chosen” 

economic migration and “coerced” migration by political refugees, which contin-

ues to underpin migration scholarship and policy in the global north, urgently 

needs to be rethought to account for how most migrations in fact straddle choice 

and coercion.

Queer Complicities

The final group of essays works within these expanded temporalities and geogra-

phies to explore how queer complicities with neoliberalism affect contemporary 

queer migration.33 Lisa Duggan’s concept of homonormativity has shaped recent 

debates on queer complicity; according to Duggan, homonormativity is “a politics 

that does not contest dominant heteronormative assumptions and institutions, but 
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upholds and sustains them, while promising the possibility of a demobilized gay 

constituency and a privatized, depoliticized gay culture anchored in domesticity 

and consumption.”34 As Duggan describes, homonormativity is intimately con-

nected with neoliberal capitalism and associated modes of governmentality that 

operate through economy and culture as linked domains. Jasbir K. Puar extends 

Duggan’s formulation by showing that homonormativity colludes with hegemonic 

forms of nationalism, including as it is deployed for capitalist profiteering and neo-

imperialism. For example, U.S. nationalist discourses claim exceptional openness, 

tolerance, and sexual liberation. According to Puar, these “highly contingent forms 

of nationalism” accrue their “greatest purchase through comparative transnational 

frames rather than debates within domestic realms.”35 Many U.S. queers support 

this nationalist discourse, which seems to promise inclusion in the nation-state. 

Yet the discourse is being used to authorize imperialism, warfare, and torture in 

the Middle East. Moreover, since queers of color and those perceived as “foreign” 

experience heightened surveillance and violence under these nationalist rubrics, 

this kind of homonationalism (as Puar describes it) both reflects and reinforces 

racial, cultural, and other hierarchies within queer communities, with significant 

consequences on local, national, and transnational levels. Other dominant nation-

alisms, not only in the global north but also in the south, selectively use LGBTQ 

issues to reposition themselves within transnational circuits, global hierarchies, 

and dominant relations of rule.36

U.S. homonationalist discourses of sexual freedom position queer migrants 

in complex ways. As Chandan Reddy describes, the LGBTQ migrant finds her-

self or himself situated “in the contradiction between the heteronormative social 

relations mandated for immigrants of color by the state’s policies and the liberal 

state’s ideology of universal sexual freedom.”37 The LGBTQ person seeking asy-

lum because of persecution on account of sexual orientation, gender identity, or 

HIV status faces even more acute contradictions. This is because asylum involves 

“a moment of transnational judgment when the decision-makers of one nation 

decide not only on the credibility of the individual asylum claimant, but on the 

errors or strengths of the protection of rights in the country from which the claim-

ant flees.”38 Successful asylum claims generally require generating a racialist, 

colonialist discourse that impugns the nation-state from which the asylum seeker 

comes, while participating in an adjudication process that often depends on con-

structs of “immutable” identity refracted through colonialist, reified models of 

culture shorn of all material relations.39 The queer asylum seeker’s contradictory 

positioning is further exacerbated by the fact that “asylum . . . keeps migration 

exclusion morally defensible” in the global north.40 In other words, the grant-
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ing of asylum to select individuals — who must be few enough in number not to 

threaten dominant systems, but sufficient to lend credence to claims of first-world 

humanitarianism and democratic freedom — legitimizes exclusionary, repressive 

immigration control systems. The system thus positions queer asylum seekers in 

conflict with those seeking admission through the immigration system. Moreover, 

it “reinforces the self-congratulatory posture inherent in the geopolitics of asylum” 

while erasing the fact that the global south is actually host to a majority of the 

world’s refugees and asylum seekers.41

Gay asylum claims have been taken up by mainstream LGBTQ and human 

rights organizations in sometimes problematic ways, including to reinforce their 

claims for civic status and legal protections within liberal, neoliberal, or homonor-

mative frameworks.42 This process reflects a larger problem about how queers with 

relative privilege may appropriate queer migrant figures to serve various agen-

das, without understanding or critically engaging with the politics of contemporary 

migration. In these cases, queer migrants provide the material ground for dialogue 

among others, while becoming silenced. Thus, queer migrants disappear “in the 

very exchange that depends on [them] for its moral weight.”43

Asylum issues thus exemplify how homonormativity — queer complicities 

with dominant neoliberal, imperial, nationalist, racialist, and heterosexist logics —  

generates acute dilemmas where queer migration is concerned. Yet asylum also 

makes plain that these issues have to be addressed. Quite simply, queers facing 

violence and persecution demand justice and transformation.

Through the lens of queer migration, four essays in this volume analyze 

queer complicities with contemporary neoliberal logics, and the multiple registers 

of violence and inequality that they uphold. In my essay, I interrogate neoliberal 

accounts that construct “illegal” immigrants simply as individual lawbreakers and 

undesirable people. Instead, I argue that illegality is a political status produced 

and imposed through shifting relations of power embedded in histories of empire, 

capitalist expansion, racism — and heterosexism. Focusing on same-sex couples’ 

efforts to have their relationships recognized as a basis for legal immigration to 

the United States, I highlight the central role of sexual regimes in constructing 

the distinction between legal and illegal; explore how sexual regimes always func-

tion in relation to hierarchies of race, gender, class, and geopolitics in produc-

ing the il/legal distinction; and argue that these intersections must be addressed 

by the campaign for recognition of same-sex couples. I also examine how recog-

nized couple relationships provide a technology for the state and its assemblages 

to manage the risks associated with immigration and to transform legally admitted  

immigrants into “good” neoliberal citizens — while threatening those who do 
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not measure up with potential illegalization. These dynamics enable the further 

reconceptualization of the il/legal distinction as an ongoing (rather than one-time) 

production and raise important questions about citizenship, surveillance, disci-

pline, and normalization for those struggling for the recognition of same-sex cou-

ples within immigration law. I conclude by questioning whether and to what extent 

sexuality may provide a locus for renegotiating the distinction between legal and 

“illegal” immigrants and its associated logics of violence.

Benedicto’s exploration of queer complicities with neoliberal logics that 

produce violence is routed through a global analysis, which scrutinizes the role of 

location — and spectralization — in constructing sexual identifications, identities, 

communities, and politics. His article examines how young, urban, middle- and 

upper-class Filipinos living in Manila are “marked by a longing for and a sense of 

belonging to an imagined gay globality.” As Benedicto argues, these men’s desired 

relationship with global gay modernity is haunted by the specter of the bakla, a 

highly contested identity category that is “sometimes read as a synonym for gay 

but is more accurately, though no less problematically, depicted as a sexual tra-

dition that equates homosexuality, transvestitism or effeminacy, and lower-class 

status.” His subjects’ “arrival . . . in the present of gay globality . . . [is] predicated 

on the abjection of the bakla and on the wishful relocation of its image to a dif-

ferent space-time.” Benedicto argues that these efforts at banishing the bakla are 

haunted by colonial desire and enact class and gender violence while extending 

neoliberal logics and relationships to construct an exclusionary form of global gay-

ness in Manila. By contrast, Filipino gay men who migrate to New York City find 

that systemic racism excludes them from Western gay globality. In that situation, 

recuperating the figure of the bakla enables them to create spaces of belonging 

and world making. Benedicto concludes that for elite gay men in Manila, affec-

tive understandings of global space-time, underpinned by dreams of mobility and 

imaginative planetary geographies, remain haunted by the spectral presence of 

the bakla as a “past” that needs to be continuously exorcised — but that persists 

in returning. The men’s experience of being haunted, Benedicto suggests, presents 

an ethical demand to step off “the linear path” and address “the violent hier

archies we ourselves reproduce in the process of gay world making.”

Contesting neoliberal exclusions from a different angle, Carlos Decena 

draws on ethnographic work with Dominican immigrant gay men living in New 

York City to challenge the ways that “coming out” is frequently harnessed to neo-

liberal constructions of the sovereign, individual, self-realized gay subject — while 

refusal to follow the normative model of coming out remains perceived as “back-

wardness” and “lack of liberation,” which is stereotypically associated with com-
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munities of color. Decena posits an alternative framework for theorizing coming 

out, through the concept of the “sujeto tácito” (tacit subject). In Spanish, the sujeto 

tácito is not spoken but can be ascertained through the conjugation of the verb in 

any particular sentence. Using interviews to develop his theoretical framework, 

Decena argues that coming out includes not simply spoken disclosure but also 

information that gets read off bodies, social networks, and other sites. Moreover, 

he recognizes that others’ readings of these sites may exceed the intentionality of 

any of his informants’ strategies for trying to manage that information. He shows 

that his informants negotiate their presentation of self within opportunities and 

constraints that include racism, class position, gender, and geopolitics, and, often, 

the structure of the public secret collectively maintained for varied reasons. Ulti-

mately, the concept of sujeto tácito shifts the analysis of queer migrants’ identi-

ties and subjectivities away from individualizing, developmentalist narratives that 

serve neoliberal logics and toward an investigation of the “complicities,” “asym-

metrical power relations,” and jeopardies that structure social relations. Decena 

concludes that “in a neo-liberal world that exalts the atomized and unmoored indi-

vidual and in LGBTQ communities that celebrate self-making by clinging to the 

promise of coming out as the romance of individual liberation, tacit subjects may 

make us more aware that coming out is always partial, that the closet is a col-

laborative social formation, and that people negotiate it according to their specific 

social circumstances.”

Maja Horn’s essay also intervenes in dominant paradigms that normalize 

certain forms of queer life while rendering other queer lives as invisible, unthink-

able, or merely symptomatic of “lagging development.” She focuses on the exhibi-

tion El doble, which took place in the Dominican Republic and showcased the col-

laborative work of Nelson Ricart-Guerrero, a Dominican living in Paris, and his 

French partner, Christian Vauzelle. As Horn explains, the Dominican Republic 

is frequently characterized as “lacking” in development, when measured accord-

ing to LGBT rights, public presence, and institutions. Although Horn does not 

minimize the struggles of Dominican LGBTQ people, she insists that such devel-

opmentalist and Eurocentric measures do not allow us to conceive other forms of 

resistance, activism, and social justice. Moreover, they do not allow us to appre-

hend why a queer migrant like Ricart-Guerrero would return from France to the 

Dominican Republic, or how his return might contribute to queer transformation 

within the Dominican Republic. The El doble exhibition provides an opportunity 

to explore these questions. As Horn explains, in this exhibit the artists examined 

experiences of otherness that were represented through same-sex relationships but 

had relevance for everyone. They drew audiences into scenes of same-sex desire, 



	 an unruly body of scholarship	 183

without compelling alignment or identification. At the same time, by insisting on 

the other as a fleshly body, not just a soul, the artists forestalled efforts to general-

ize same-sex experiences. Their strategies posited queer subjects as “neither fun-

damentally different from nor inherently the same as heterosexual subjects” while 

negotiating constraints placed on the expression of homosexuality in the public 

sphere. The exhibit’s enormous success, and its exemplification of how migrants 

often remain deeply engaged with their countries of origin, compels us to rethink 

models of queer migration as simply a linear movement from “repression” to “lib-

eration,” and of queer Caribbean subjects as invariably having an adversarial 

relation to their national “home” communities.

Taken together, these four essays theorize queer complicities with domi-

nant neoliberal logics and associated structures of violence, particularly as they 

affect queer migration. In so doing, the essays interrogate key theoretical catego-

ries within migration, sexuality, racial, ethnic, and allied bodies of scholarship; 

propose inventive new possibilities for retheorizing queer lives and experiences; 

and explore the limits and possibilities of intervention.

Unequal Regimes of Living and Dying

The essays included in this special issue rigorously and imaginatively extend the 

scholarship on queer migration by opening up the promises and possibilities of 

further research into the critical areas described above. They provide innovative 

methodological tools, conceptual vocabularies, and research and writing strate-

gies to enable the work. They suggest that as long as the control of sexuality and 

the control of migration remain lashed together in service to dominant regimes 

of power, queer migration scholarship must continue to explore lives that have 

become ignored, invalidated, or violently abrogated so that the privileged may 

continue to garner privilege. As each essay in a different way argues, what is fun-

damentally at stake in queer migration scholarship and activism is the mandate 

to challenge and transform the relations of power that operate through migration 

regimes to generate unequal regimes of living and dying at multiple scales.44
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Scholarship on “illegal” immigration suggests that first-world migration regimes con-

struct migrant illegality in ways that rearticulate global capitalist and (neo)colonial 

inequalities and justify violence, exploitation, and even death, which is then blamed 

on the migrants rather than on larger systems of violence (see my essay in this vol-

ume; see also Nicholas De Genova, “Migrant ‘Illegality’ and Deportability in Every-

day Life,” Annual Review of Anthropology 31 [2002]: 419 – 47). Other scholarship has 

traced how refugees and asylum seekers have become constructed as “bare life” that 

can be let die with little protest (e.g., Prem Kumar Rajaram and Carl Grundy-Wan, 

“The Irregular Migrant as Homo-Sacer: Migration and Detention in Australia,” Inter-

national Migration 42 [2004]: 33 – 64). Essays in this volume variously imply the 

relevance and urgency of such concepts as biopolitics, necropolitics, and slow death 

for the analysis of international migration, and the reproduction of unequal regimes of 

living and dying, where queers are concerned.


